THE POLITICAL CRISIS IN VENEZUELA
AND

PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY

1. Venezuela is the key target in Castro's ef-
fort to extend his form of revolution in Latin Amer-
ica. Indeed Venezuela is uniquely important to Castro
because it is the one Latin Amberican country in which
leftist extremists--at least partially responsive to
orders from Cuba--have been able to sustain an ap-
preciable insurrectionary effort. For its part, the
US regards Venezuela as a prime example of a country
attempting rapid social and economic progress through
constitutional democracy.

2. Venezuela has und2rgone a vast transforma-
tion over the past 30 years, spurred initially by
the development of its abundant petroleum resources.
Formerly an oligarchic society resting on a rural-
agricultural base and ruled by military dictators,
it now has a largely.urban-industrial base and is
making progress toward political and social democracy.
The progress has never been smooth, however, and
the strains of rapid change are reflected in and
are exacerbating today's major problems of political
fragmentation and social instability.

3. In this context Venezuela's fragile experi-
ment with constitutional democracy now is undergoing
perhaps its severest test. President Betancourt,
regarded as an apostle of democratic evolutionary
reform, is preparing the country for critical elec-
tions in the face of a terroristic challenge from
the streets and under pressure from a restive mili-
tary establishment. After months of temporizing
he has suddenly begun to crack down on terrorists--
although in so doing he now risks the possibility
that the opposition parties will boycott the elec-
tions.

4, The immediate problem facing Betancourt
is the need to repress terrorism to the satisfac-
tion of the military lest the latter put an abrupt
end to the experiment in democracy.. At the same
time he clearly feels a strong obligation to carry
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on with the election campaign as an earnest of
Venezuela's political maturity. Over the longer
run, the key problem for a successor lacking Betan-
court's considerable political assets will be that
of survival in office, amidst the harshly disruptive,
forces of Venezuelan politics.

The Situation under Betancourt 1.8(c)
3.4(b)(1)

5. President Romulo Betancourt is only the
second democratically-elected chief executive in
Venezuelan history, and the first to survive in
office for as long as one year. Survival since 1959
has been no easy matter. Although troubled at first
primarily but rightist military plotters, the regime
in recent years has been harassed by the extreme
left., Communist and Castroite forces hope by terror
and violence to discredit constitutional government
and prepare the way for their ultimate takeover.
These forces are rather Ioosely aligned in the Na-
tional Liberation Front (FLN) and its paramilitary
subsidiary, the Armed Forces of National Liberation
(FALN). The Communist Party of Venezuela (PCV) dom-
inates the FLN, although the Castroite groups which
participate, most notably the Movement of the Rev-
olutionary Left (MIR), often initiate terrorist
activities on their own. The FLN at times engages
in tactical alliances with rightist plotters.

6. The leftist extremists in Venezuela are
ably led and resourceful,. but limited in numbers.
Although the PCV and the MIR probably count their
followings in the tens of thousands, the FALN lis
estimated to have a maximum of only 200 terrorists
in Caracas and some 300 to 400 members elsewhere
in the country, including those in rural-based
guerrilla bands. For the most part, members are
recruited from among urban youth.

7. The FALN appears to be largely independent
of direct outside support. Many members have re-
ceived training in Cuba or elsewhere in the bloc
and there probably have been some infusions of ma-
terial assistance, but funds and arms are readily
~ available through robberies in Venezuela. Although
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there is no conclusive evidence on the extent of
Cuban influence in FLN affairs, we believe it likely
that Castro can call upon certain elements within
the FLN to step up terrorist activities whenever

it suits his purposes to do so.

8. In general the government has had very
1ittle success in curtailing hit-and-run terrorism
and sabotage by the FALN. The FALN has scored in-
numerable successes against a wide variety of tar-
gets, frequently US business installations and at
times Venezuelan military personnel.* Widespread
lawlessness, with many nonpolitical criminals and
juvenile delinquents affecting FALN methods and
slogans, adds to the insecurity of life and property,
particularly in Caracas.

9. Until recently Betancourt relied primarily
upon diverse civilian police organizations to com-
bat hit-and-run attacks in urban areas.** Vene-
zuelan police are poorly organized and trained;
their effectiveness is further reduced by low morale
and by popular hostility toward them resulting from
police excesses during the Perez Jimenez dictator-
ship. In spite of assistance from a US AID Mission,
and from other foreign advisors, improvements in
police efficiency have been painfully slow. The
recent unification of command of the various police
agencies of Caracas should help, but so far has
only been partially implemented.

10. Until the 30 September crackdown, some of
the leaders of the FLN were protected from arrest
by congressional immunity. Indeed most of the rank
and file were and apparently still are able to take
advantage of the legal sanctuaries afforded by the
autonomous universities. Even when terrorists were
arrested, they often were able to regain their free-
dom by appeal to the strongly libertarian provisions
of Venezuela's judicial code. Finally, many of those
convicted in the past managed to escape from prison.

*See box on major terrorist incidents.

**The national guard, a full-time component of the
armed forces, is charged with police duties in
rural areas and frequently is utilized to protect
industrial facilities.
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Betancourt and the Military

11. Since taking office in 1959, Betancourt
has worked hard to strengthen his position with the
military, both through skillful elimination of dis-
sidents and through continued efforts to cultivate
the personal loyalty of the officer corps and of
the personnel of key garrisons. As a result of
these efforts he has generally been able to count
on the support of nearly all the key officers and
probably of the great bulk of all other officers.

12. However, the inability of the government
to curtail terrorism has caused periodic difficul-
ties between Betancourt and the military, particu-
larly when a major FALN offensive appeared to be
underway. A considerable sentiment has developed
within the military, especially among junior of-
ficers, for stronger measures to suppress terrorist
activities, including more extensive use of military
forces for that purpose. Betancourt, however, has
long been sensitive to political charges of dictator-
ship and fearful of appearing to rely too heavily
on the military. While in the past he has ordered
occasional trackdowns against terrorists, he has
always been reluctant to curtail their constitutional
guarantees, particularly the congressional immunities
of their political leaders. On several occasions
earlier this year, growing restiveness within the
military was relieved only because FALN offensives
turned out to be shortlived.

The Election Campaign

13. The concern of the military over Betancourt's
jneffective efforts to cope with urban terrorism was
matched by its alarm over election prospects. Betan-
court is ineligible for reelection, and none of the
seven presidential candidates who have been nominated
seems capable of obtaining sufficient popular back-
ing to give promise to a strong executive hand in
the post-Betancourt period.

14. Raul Leoni, the candidate of Betancourt's
Democratic Action (AD) party, was clearly the front
runner at the moment when Betancourt's crackdown
on the terrorists added a new dimension to the polit-
ical picture. Leoni, president of the party and
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leader of its labor wing, apparently has little
"yvoter appeal' and his strong jdentification with

AD partisan affairs makes him unattractive to other
parties and to political independents. Nonethe-
less, he is running on Betancourt's record and is
supported by the country's largest and best orga-
nized political party.

15. The Social Christian Party (COPEI), AD's
present coalition partner, rejected Leoni as a joint
candidate and has nominated its longtime leader,
Rafael Caldera. In addition to holding COPEIl's
sizeable number of supporters, Caldera is expected
to siphon off from Leoni some of the independent
pro-Betancourt vote.

16. The anti-coalition forces are also divided.

There are three principal opposition candidates,
each apparently convinced that he is in the strongest
position to capture the anti-Betancourt vote, and
each apparently determined to stay in the race.
Wolfgang Larrazabal--who ran second to Betancourt
in 1958, carrying Caracas by an overwhelming margin--
has made the strongest play for extreme left sup-
port, although he has stopped short of overt ties
with the Communist Party and the Castroite MIR.
While he probably retains some of his popular ap-
peal in Caracas, -he now is without the backing of
a strong nationwide party and his identification
with the extreme left is likely to alienate the

moderate and conservative support he received in
" 1958. The Republican Democratic Union (URD), which
supported Larrazabal in 1958, nominated Jovito
Villalba, its longtime leader. Villalba would
stand to do well if there should be a strong anti-
" Betancourt trend with a leftist tendency. On the
other hand, Arturo Uslar Pietri, a political inde-
pendent supported by a variety of minor parties,
would be likely to gain votes if there were an
anti-Betancourt trend with a conservative tendency.

17. As things now stand, Leoni probably is
strong enough to obtain the simple plurality needed
to win the presidential election. If all candidates
stay in the field, the vote in Caracas and in other
opposition strongholds would probably splinter,
thereby adding to the 1ikelihood of an AD plurality.
Prospects are, however, that Leoni would still fall
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considerably short of a clear majority. The race
for congressional seats is also likely to be close,
with no one party, and possibly no two parties
combined, winning effective control.*

The Extremists and the Election

18. At first the leftist extremists seemed
undecided about their tactics for the election.
On the one hand, both the PCV and the MIR wanted
to present candidates in the election in order to

preserve or enlarge their representation in Congress.

Moreover, the government had indicated that it
would exclude them from participation in the elec-
tion as long as they continued to support terrorist
activities. On the other hand, the extremists
realized that the election afforded them a special
opportunity to embarrass the Betancourt administra-
tion and to weaken constitutional government through
terrorism. They reasoned that a campaign of har-.
assment--disrupting political rallies, intimidating
voters, stealing ballot boxes--would tend to dis-
credit the election returns, and that a major ter-
rorist offensive might make it impossible to hold
elections at all.

19. By early September the FLN, after its
overtures for an electoral alliance had been turned
down by both Larrazabal and Villalba, increased
the tempo of terrorism, thereby indicating that it
had decided on the strategy of disrupting the elec-
tion. The first target was the AD party itself;
party functions and facilities were attacked. Then
on 26 September, the printing plant charged with

preparing the ballots for the election was destroyed

*In addition to the large number of candidates,
there are several factors which complicate any as-
sessment of eélection prospects. There has been

no electoral test of voter trends since Betancourt's

1958 victory. One-third of the electorate, more-
over, will be comprised of new voters, or of old
voters who, through rural-to-urban migration, have

made a basic change in their way of life since 1958.

Finally, since Venezuela has had few democratic
elections, it is difficult to assess the relative
influence of such factors as party loyalties, can-
didate personalities, and campaign issues.
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in an unmistakable assault against the election.

On 29 September, a Sunday excursion train was at-
tacked by a FALN band, and in the ensuing fight,

five National Guardsmen were killed. Whether by

design or not, the terrorists had pushed the gov-
ernment too far.

The Crackdown

20. The terrorist offensive against the elec-
tion probably gave Betancourt second thoughts as
to the feasibility of conducting an election cam-
paign, much less of holding elections, without
dealing first with the extremists and their capa-
bility for disruptive terrorism. In addition, as
the September terrorist offensive continued, clear
signs of growing restiveness in the military were
developing. Military spokesmen for the administra-
tion were sent to various encampments to explain
Betancourt's position to the officer corps; junior
officers particularly were incensed over the ter-
_rorists"apparent immunity from effective counter-
action. The military coup in the Dominican Re-
public on 25 September deeply disturbed Betancourt
and his adminstration leaders--in part out of fear

that the attitude of the military in Venezuela might

be affected. But the train attack of 29 September,
and the resulting deaths of military personnel,

was the triggering incident. Betancourt--as he
claims--probably needed no formal prodding from

the military. The next day the government launched
its crackdown on extremist leaders including those

with congressional immunity.

2]1. Within a week, the key urban centers of
Venezuela were under an undeclared state of siege.
Military forces were patroling the streets and
systematically searching some districts for sus-
pects and for terrorist arms caches. The terror-
ists have responded with sporadic attacks against
military patrols. Incidents of political and eco-
nomic sabotage also are continuing. 1In spite of
the roundup of terrorists and of extremists, most -
of the operational jeaders and presumably most of
the rank and file members of the FALN still are at

large.

29. On the other hand, many of the political
leaders of the extremist forces,. including most of
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those who are members of Congress, have been put in .
military prisons.@§ Betancourt at first tried to 1.5(c)
obtain judicial or congressional support for stripping'&4®kn
these leaders of their congressional immunity. Fail-

ing this, he used a broad interpretation of his

executive powers, and charged them with "intellectual
responsibility" for acts of war against the country;

he declared that such activities are not covered

by their constitutional immunity, which is restricted

to political and criminal offenses.

23. In a nationwide broadcast on the night
of 7 October, Betancourt assured the nation that he
was firmly in control of the government, retaining
the full confidence of all branches including the
military. He called upon the Venezuelan people to
assist the government in an all-out attack against
the terrorists. The situation in the country now
is tense, but there appears to be a somewhat in-
creased sense of stability.

Betancourt's Position

24, VWe believe that Betancourt will survive
the present crisis with little if any diminution
of his presidential powers vis-a-vis the military.
His decisive action so far in the crackdown on the
leftist extremists probably has served to reassure
the military, and he apparently retains the confi-
dence of the military command and the support of

- the great bulk of the officer corps. Some officers

continue to nurse serious grievances against civil-
ian government in general and Betancourt in partic-
ular, but they are believed to be without effective
leadership at this time. Over and beyond the sup-
port of his own party and organized labor, Betan-
court will also probably enjoy the support of the
COPEI leadership and the business community while
his crackdown against the terrorists continues.

25. Much, however, will depend on the course
of the campaign against the terrorists. Betancourt
apparently is committed at this point to an all-
out effort to bring the terrorist menace under con-
trol. Nonetheless, the FALN, should it decide to

1.5(c)
34()(1)
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continue its terrorism, probably could prolong the
crisis for an extended period by restricting itself
to sporadic attacks against vulnerable targets,
such as oil pipelines and small military patrols.
We believe it unlikely, under present conditionms of
virtual martial law, that the extremists will be
able to touch off either largescale urban rioting
or a garrison uprising of any consequence. On the
other hand, they may attempt to step up their guer-
rilla operations in rural areas.

26. Should the anti-terrorist campaign go
badly, in terms of largescale casualties among the
military and with no appreciable success in cutting
down the strength of FALN bands, sentiment within
the military for a coup probably would increase,
possibly to the point where the military command
would be forced to act to maintain its control over
subordinate officers. Under such circumstances,
we believe it likely that an attempt would be made
to preserve the guise of constitutionality, by
seeking to share political power with Betancourt,
whose ability to mobilize popular resistance to a
coup the military still respects. Should Betan-
court be assassinated--several attempts have been
made in the past--the military probably would at-
tempt to take control of the government.

Prospects for the Election

27. Resolution of the problem of the elec-
tions will also depend largely on the course of the
campaign against the terrorists. In his 7 October
speech, Betancourt pledged that free elections
would be held as scheduled on 1 December, and ap-
parently election campaigning has continued in
spite of the crisis. Nevertheless, a prolongation
of the crisis probably would force some delay in
the election--although a delay of a month or so
probably would not be critical since Betancourt
is not scheduled to leave office until March.

28. At least during the period of military
mobilization, the opposition parties probably will
be under pressure to tone down their campaign at-
tacks against the government, especially their
charges that government persecution is primarily
responsible for terrorism in Venezuela. On the
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other hand, there is a danger that the opposition
parties may react to such restrictions by boycotting,
and thereby tending to discredit the election.

29. Should the government crackdown against
the terrorists go reasonably well, Leoni, who has
been campaigning on the theme of tougher measures
to control the terrorists, probably would benefit.
However, a prolonged crisis may well force a change
in the lineup for the election. Not only the mili-
tary, but also the business community, has become
concerned about the prospect of an indecisive elec-
tion, with the returns susceptible to challenge
and with little chance that the new president would
be able to command an effective majority in Congress.
Betancourt, too, probably shares these concerns.
Under pressure from the military, he might attempt
to persuade lLeoni to withdraw from the race, in -
favor of an AD candidate with considerable '"voter
appeal'" and also acceptable to COPEI, the military,
and the business community. Such a move might
touch off steps toward selection of a unity candi-
date by the opposition parties.

- Post-Election Problems

30. Should elections be held roughly as
scheduled, Leoni, or any other elected sucessor to
Betancourt, would still face the difficulties of
taking and retaining office. Constitutionalism
has shallow roots in Venezuela; adherence to it
probably still is superficial among many groups.
Betancourt's survival is in considerable measure
attributable to his personal political assets: his
national reputation, nonpartisan appeal, skilled
political touch, and most important, his assiduously
cultivated personal standing with the military.

His successor, who is not likely to possess these
advantages in equal measure, will be more vulnerable
to antigovernment plotting. The immediate post-
election period is likely to be a critical one for
constitutional government, espécially if the out-
come is close. Should an AD candidate win the elec-
tion but do poorly in Caracas, as would likely be
the case, the candidate carrying Caracas might try
to force his way to power by inciting the city's
slum dwellers.
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31. There is apparently growing Support in

the military for the principal of constitutionalism.

Thus the military is not likely, on its own initia-
tive, to bar from office any successful candidate,
except one suspected of ties with the leftist ex-
tremists. If, however, the election outcome is
challenged by the losing candidates and largescale
disorders ensue, the chances of a military coup
would increase. Once the new president takes of-
fice, moreover, the military will be sensitive to
any signs that he can not rule effectively. 1In

the last analysis the attitude of the military will
continue to be the key to the survival of constitu-
tional government.




